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I 

mmediately after the Manches-
ter Arena suicide bombing, 
there was speculation the at-
tacker would turn out to be an-
other “lone wolf” but it quickly 

became apparent that 22-year-old 
Salman Abedi fit a different profile.

Greater Manchester Police said it 
was “very clear” that Abedi was a 
member of a wider cell. “This is a 
network we are investigating,” said 
Greater Manchester Police Chief 
Constable Ian Hopkins.

British Home Secretary Amber 
Rudd agreed that it was very likely 
that Abedi did not act alone. “It 
was a devastating occasion. It was 
more sophisticated than some of 
the attacks we’ve seen before and, 
it seems likely, possible, that he 
wasn’t doing this on his own,” she 
said.

Greater Manchester Police con-
firmed that eight men, including 
Abedi’s older brother, were in cus-
tody in connection with the investi-
gation. Abedi’s younger brother and 
father were arrested in Tripoli by a 
local militia, the Special Deterrence 

Forces, which is affiliated with the 
UN-backed Government of National 
Accord.

Abedi’s father, Ramadan, is said 
to have links to the Libyan Islamic 
Fighting Group, an al-Qaeda affili-
ate.

In a Facebook post, the militia 
claimed that Abedi’s younger broth-
er Hashem was a member of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), had ties to the 
Manchester plot and had been plan-
ning an attack in Tripoli. The Spe-
cial Deterrence Forces claim could 
not be immediately verified.

Britain raised its terror threat 
level to critical, meaning that an 
attack is considered “imminent,” 
leading observers to speculate that 
remnants of Abedi’s cell could try to 
carry out another attack.

Intelligence sources said they 
considered it unlikely that Abedi 
had constructed the bomb himself 
as it included materials that are 
hard to obtain in Britain and he car-
ried out the attack a few days after 
returning from Tripoli. The fast 
pace of police raids possibly indi-
cated the search for a bomb maker.

“They don’t waste bomb makers. 
The reason we have gone to critical 
is because he is still out there and 
there and the fear is that he will 
strike again before they get caught,” 
a police source told Manchester 
Evening News.

Since the Manchester Arena 
bombing, it has become increasing-
ly clear that Abedi was no lone wolf. 
Given the sophistication of the at-
tack and the acknowledgement that 

Abedi was “known” to the police 
and intelligence services, many are 
questioning how he slipped through 
the net. After confirmation that his 
college, mosque and some family 
members had warned police, such 
questions have only become louder.

The Manchester-born son of 
Libyan parents, Abedi is a second-
generation immigrant who split his 
time between Britain and Libya. 
Those who knew him said Abedi 
drank, took drugs and had links to 
local criminal gangs before drop-
ping out of university and becom-
ing radicalised. This fits a profile of 
many second-generation terrorists 
in the West who struggle with issues 
of identity.

Abedi’s time in Libya, including 
reports that he took up arms during 
the 2011 Libyan revolution, could 
also point to a risk of radicalisation. 
French Interior Minister Gérard 

Collomb said it was believed that 
Abedi had travelled to Syria and had 
“proven” links with ISIS.

Returning jihadists are an increas-
ing problem for all of Europe. With 
ISIS facing defeat in Iraq and retreat 
in Syria, analysts have warned of the 
threat of an estimated 3,000 battle-
hardened European jihadists bring-
ing the war to continental cities.

“I think it will be a generation-
long struggle that we face to absorb 
the return of thousands of foreign 
fighters, particularly to Western Eu-
rope,” Europol Director Rob Wain-
wright told the Wall Street Journal.

Local media reported that Abedi 
had ties to other jihadists, includ-
ing Raphael Hostey, an ISIS recruiter 
known as Abu Qaqa al-Britani, who 
fought in Syria. A family friend 
confirmed that Abedi was in con-
tact with Abdal Raouf Abdallah, 
a 24-year-old British-Libyan from 

Manchester who took part in the 
2011 Libyan uprising and was con-
victed in 2016 of preparing acts of 
terrorism.

“The key element in any radi-
calisation is usually exposure to ex-
tremist activities and ideas through 
peers, not ‘brainwashing’ by a dis-
tant operative,” wrote security ex-
pert Jason Burke in the Guardian 
newspaper.

“Not only are there almost no 
true ‘lone wolves’ but there are few 
examples of individuals who have 
succeeded in making a lethal explo-
sive device by themselves,” he said.

As the picture continues to 
emerge and more arrests are made, 
it is clear that Abedi was not a lone 
wolf; he fits a more dangerous pro-
file.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Keeping the faith. A Jewish woman named Renee Rachel Black (R) and a Muslim man named Sadiq 
Patel pray next to floral tributes in Albert Square in Manchester, on May 24.                  (Reuters)

S
ince 2014 the Islamic 
State (ISIS) has claimed 
responsibility for 
hundreds of attacks in 
more than 32 countries. 
Those attacks were 

varied — killing civilians in the 
streets, bombing airports, 
stadiums, museums, mosques, 
churches and transit stations. The 
terrorist attacks have been carried 
out almost weekly, taking 12,000 
lives annually.

Terrorism ideology continues to 
spread. Not only have more than 
27,000 foreign fighters travelled 
to Iraq and Syria in the last three 
years but numerous sleeper cells 
have been created in Europe and 
elsewhere.

Europe has been under attack 
for almost three years, with the 
latest being the attack in Man-
chester, England, that killed more 
than 20 people.

Every time an attack takes place 
in Europe, authorities announce 
that their major concern is 
whether the attack is planned by 
an individual attacker or a 
terrorist network. Police forces in 
Germany, France, Britain or any 
other European countries after 
most attacks expose terrorist cells 
and detain a large number of 
suspects. A few weeks later, 
another attack is committed.

A 2016 study by the Royal 
United Services Institute for 
Defence and Security Studies 
(RUSI) said there were three types 
of lone radicalised actors in 
Europe who plan attacks on behalf 

of ISIS.
First, the inspired lone-actor 

terrorist who is an extremist 
inspired by ISIS propaganda 
spread through social media but 
does not receive personal direc-
tion or instruction from the group.

The second is the remotely 
directed single actor. He is the 
same as the inspired attacker 
except he receives personal 
instruction from ISIS. Those 
attacks can be directed through 
end-to-end encrypted messaging 
or published video on social 
media platforms.

The last type is remotely 
directed and facilitated single-
actor terrorist who receives 
direction and remotely orches-
trated logistical support from 
ISIS.

The only way to differentiate 
between the three types is 
analysing their behaviour and 
attitude. Each category presents 
diverse tactics and identities. For 
instance, the threat posed by 
inspired lone-actor terrorists is 
identified with their dependency 
upon their choice of weapon. 
Thus, this would be the reason 
that vehicles and knives are used 
for the first time as a weapon in a 
terrorist attack.

The Westminster attacker is one 
of those cases. He was influenced 
by the radical Islamic ideology 
but security investigations 
determined he was an extremist 
but not a terrorist. No one 
suspected that he would drive a 
car into pedestrians on Westmin-
ster Bridge in April, killing three 
people and then stabbing a police 
officer.

The most prominent example 
for lone attackers directed and 
facilitated by ISIS is Said Ahmed 
Ghlam, who was arrested in April 

2015 by French police after he was 
found with a car containing 
firearms, ammunition and 
tactical vests. News reports 
revealed that the suspect did not 
meet with any ISIS member. 
However, he was orchestrated 
remotely and backed up logisti-
cally with a vehicle full of 
weapons.

The investigation points 
towards a terrorist network in the 
United Kingdom that engaged 
with the Manchester attacker. Ten 
people were arrested, including 
the attacker’s father and brother. 
Two were later released. We are 
still a long way from knowing the 
truth.

Similarly, the Manchester 
attack shares circumstances and 
features with the Ansbach, 
Germany, attack in July 2016, 
when a 27-year-old man deto-
nated a suicide bomb near a music 
festival, killing himself and 
injuring 15 other people, four of 
them seriously. He had tried to 
enter the festival but was stopped 
by concert security personnel, 
which, I can guess, is what 
happened in Manchester when 
the bomb was set off outside the 
Manchester Arena, near the ticket 
office.

Following the Ansbach attack, 
ISIS released a video of the 
attacker pledging allegiance to 
the group and threatening new 
attacks. Once again, the story is 
repeated; ISIS claimed the 
Manchester attack and warned of 
new horrifying events, particu-
larly in the United States after US 
President Donald Trump pledged 
to accelerate the fight against ISIS 
in Iraq and Syria during his 
meeting with more than 50 
Islamic leaders.

Before both attacks, guided 

Dear Manchester, your attacker fits a lone-actor profile
videos about manufacturing 
bombs were posted on social 
media.

It can be argued that the 1990s 
terrorism classical cells are 
illogical and unreasonable after 
what ISIS has achieved in building 
a media empire via the internet. 
In other words, what would make 
terrorists take the risk and gather 
in one place or even one city if 
they can communicate through a 
dozen of social media outlets.

Out of the three types identi-
fied, there are two similarities. 
First, all of them rely on the 
internet. Second, they share the 
same ideology against the West 
based on the radical Islamists’ 
philosophy.

As the writings of the godfather 
of Islamism, the Egyptian Sayyid 
Qutb, reveal, the war between 
Islam and the West, which is 
referred in ISIS’s discourse as the 
clash of civilisations between the 
caliphate’s army and crusader-
Zionist enemy, would never end 
because of the ideological 
conflict. His ideas fed the theory 
of the notion of a transnational 
caliphate and the comprehensive 
application of jihad.

The world in general and 
Europe in particular are facing the 
hazardous rise of lone wolves. 
ISIS is losing its battle in Mosul 
and under siege in Syria by US-led 
air strikes.

If ISIS continues to lose ground, 
radical attackers will not find a 
way to demonstrate their extreme 
behaviour except by increasing 
their small-scale attacks by single 
actors receiving online direction.

Mahmoud Zaki is a journalist and 
media researcher in Islamic 
radical movements at the 
University of Westminster.
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